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Adam Cooper
Spring 2022
Witchcraft Trials in the Rhine Region in the Sixteenth Century

Abstract: This paper examines the dynamics of witchcraft trials in the Lorraine through a
selection of late sixteenth-century examples. It shows that local dynamics, including personal
relationships between accused witches and their accusers, as well as the accused’s social class,
could affect trial proceedings and outcomes.

Witch-hunting in Europe during the sixteenth century happened during periods of strife
and conflict, often in areas near the borders between countries, cultures, and religions, especially
after the Protestant Reformation began in the early decades of the century. With these tensions
came a fear of those that were different and therefore deemed dangerous. The regions along the
Rhine River often experienced conflict; this was an area where German and French cultures
mixed and clashed and, as it was on the outskirts of both empires, was not as solidly governed as
the core areas. It was in this region, which included the duchies of Alsace and Lorraine on the
French side of the Rhine and Saarland on the German side, among others, that Heinrich Kramer
and Jacob Sprenger were given papal authority as inquisitors. 1
Inquisitors were often assigned to a region from an outside area, and therefore did not
have many connections to or personal associations with the people in a local region. Although
Kramer was from Alsace, he and Sprenger acted in a large enough area for them to not be
considered locals, especially when it came to the rural communities that fell under their
jurisdiction. It was fairly common for those in rural communities to resist the interference of
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outside authorities, as they preferred to deal with their problems on their own. 2 Small rural
communities often held customs that differed from national laws and expectations of how a legal
trial was to be held. For example, while Emperor Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire did enact
a universal criminal code in 1532 called the Carolina, it might more accurately be called a
baseline for secular judges across the empire to follow. 3 While the Carolina only laid out rulings
on magic that was used to harm others, the legislators of individual cities or regions in the Holy
Roman Empire often went further and declared that any sort of pact was illegal and often
required that the punishment for anyone caught making a pact be death. This distinction between
local and imperial laws is an example of how distance from a seat of power can change the
process and results of witchcraft trials. 4
While the laws on the German side of the Rhine at least in theory required a rigorous
methodology based around provable fact, witch hunts in the Lorraine and Alsace regions did not
have the Carolina to guide them. Instead, like the trials held following harsher local laws in the
Holy Roman Empire, witch hunting-manuals like the Malleus Maleficarum were used as a tool
to guide and inform inquisitors, judges, and juries. Common traits shared among many if not all
of the witch hunts in the Lorraine region during this time were the abundance of public gossip
and the use of accusations levied towards the so-called witch as evidence in the trials.
Accusations almost entirely revolved around blaming the supposed witch for some bit of bad
luck or otherwise natural events such as an odd illness in a family member or a horse suddenly
going lame. Such gossip and accusations were devastating for the target, as they would be a mark
against them in the opinion of the community. For people during this time, it was important not
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to be seen as weak or a coward, or else they would leave themselves open to further accusations.
The only way to defend oneself from being called a witch was to deny it, sometimes violently.
While violence was commonly used as a response to insult, the legal system was not often called
in unless major harm or death was caused. In cases where there was no permanent physical
damage, it was common for some form of unofficial reconciliation to happen between the
involved parties. 5
In cases where there was no reconciliation, however, insults and accusations still affected
the public view of the accused witch. In the report on a trial of Jean Pelisson in the year 1598, for
example, there was an accusation by one “Anthoinette femme [de] Claudon Poirresson,” who
made her claim entirely because of a “long reputation only.” 6 Another accusation leveled against
Pelisson was similar, though it was perhaps more damning in the eyes of the public, as Colas
Guezey “had called him [sic] witch in public without any reparations being sought.” 7 When
Pelisson refused to refute the accusation it was seen as evidence that he actually was a witch, and
was later used as evidence in the trial against him. Pelisson’s trial continued after the accusations
with the interrogation. There is no written note that he was tortured, though in reports for other
trials there is often a remark about how accused witches might change their confession under the
pain of torture. One example is that of Jaulne Vincent, an eighty-year old widow who went on
trial for witchcraft in 1577. Like Jean, Jaulne was accused in part because of “general reputation,
and called witch by [her] neighbors.” 8 Her trial began in the middle of the year, and on July 16,
1577, her official interrogation started. For two whole months, until September 25, when the
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authorities in the city of Nancy recommended torture, Jaulne consistently denied ever using any
sort of magic to harm other people. After torture was recommended, however, Jaulne’s story
changed. Once she was placed on the rack, she began confessing to using a powder to commit
every crime that she was accused of. Both Jean and Jaulne, after their confessions were
confirmed and their interrogations were completed, were given the death sentence.
Jean Pelisson and Jaulne Vincent were both marked as ‘poor’ in the database of
witchcraft trials, but there are a number of others who are marked as either destitute,
comfortable, or wealthy; a sign that no social class was completely safe from accusations of
witchcraft. That said, it would be much easier for someone who had wealth to fend off
accusations or seek recompense for any accusations. It is not indicated in the notes for his trial,
but there were a number of times that Jean Pelisson might have sought reparations but did not,
perhaps out of fear he would lose and would have to pay his accuser a fee. Someone who had
more money would not have such a fear. One example of how a wealthier individual could
survive an accusation of witchcraft is Jean Lallemand, who was publicly called a witch by
multiple people, many of whom he then sought reparations from. Jean Lallemand is marked as
wealthy in the database, and while he has a similar number of accusers as Jean Pelisson, there is
a considerable portion of his accusers that only say they are accusing him based on “general
reputation” alone. 9 Unlike Pelisson or Vincent, Jean Lallemand was not executed at the end of
his trial.
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